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Article 12

'I Thirst'
Anne G. Bannon, M.D.

Dr. Bannon. a dedicated pro-lifer.
has served as chairman of Missouri
Doctors for Life. and as president of
the national organization of Doctors
for Life. She was a volunteer physician
in Vietnam in 1968 and. more
recently. has written articles for St.
Louis Medicine and The Human Life
Review, has spoken at national and
local pro-life meetings and has been
interviewed by various publications.
including USA Today.

The intentional termination of life of one human being by another - mercy killing - is
contrary to that for which the medical profession stands and is contrary to the policy of the
American Medical Association.
AMA Quick Reference Guide. 1976

What does it mean to feel thirsty? Many more years ago than I care to
remember, a Dominican Sister in our Catholic Grade School, explained
that Christ's thirst on the cross was a thirst for souls. Perhaps she told us
that to make us concentrate more on the DIVINITY and less on the
HUMANITY hanging on the cross. It was the era of the Liturgical
Movement. The emphasis was on Christ the King. On some crosses, the
figure of Christ was draped in royal and priestly robes. The thorns on His
head were replaced with a real crown and there was a serene, pain-free
look on His face . His hands and feet were gracefully portrayed by the
artist. There were no nails. There was no blood. Christ the King. Christ the
God-Man - with the man submerged. No wonder that Sister told us the
pious and gentle story about the deep thirst for souls that called forth one
of the seven last words the God-Man spoke from the cross.
"I thirst!" He said it loudly and clearly. It startled those around Him. It
startled His mother and the other two Marys . His mother knew that it
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wasn't a complaint or even a request, but it was unexpected. It was a
statement of fact , almost of wonder. The Lord of all the world - of the
streams, the rivers, and the mighty oceans - wanted for water. And His
mother couldn't help Him. None of His friends could. And His enemies
wouldn't. But someone did .
"I thirst!" It was a sermon in itself and one aimed at our time. Of all the
sermons I've ever heard and of all the things I've ever read on the seven last
words Christ spoke from the pulpit of the cross, these two, "I thirst!", are
the most meaningful for my profession today.
"I thirst!" It was the final expression of His humanity. God cannot
know thirst. But the God-Man could and did. He knew the last terrible
thirst that so often marks the passage from this life of a man who is either
too weak to drink fluids or has fluids denied him as he endures the process
known as dying.
Christ's Words Startled
It was natural that Christ's mother and her companions at the foot of
the cross would be startled by the words. They were from a small place and
had , in all probability, never before seen a crucifixion. Oh , they might
have seen the results along some roadside, since it was a favored Roman
method of executing criminals. But it's doubtful that they would have ever
gone, intentionally, to attend such an event. For the Roman soldiers
present there, it was different. There were no surprises for most of them.
They probably had, drawn that unpleasant duty before and they were
neither startled nor surprised to hear those words, "I thirst!" Whether it
was a measure of the truly unpleasant nature of the duty or a realization
that considerable time would pass before the soldiers could find
something to assuage their own thirst, there was, according to St. John's
gospel, " .. . a vessel full of common wine . .. " presumably for their use.
This was an old story to them. The crucified were always thirsty. And the
soldiers might have thought, "He's dying anyway so water will not benefit
Him. In fact, it might be a burden. It might just prolong His obviously
useless existence." Someone thought otherwise. ("Someone," Mark had
said. Matthew had said, "a bystander." Luke had said, "the soldiers." And
John had written, "they.") Someone offered Him cheap wine. Whoever he
was and whatever his motive, he was the last person throughout all time to
answer a purely human need of the God-Man. Perhaps that is at least a
partial explanation of the importance attached to the giving of a cup of
water in His name - the tremendous importance of simple acts of love.
Physiologically speaking, what good did it do? Probably very little. It's
basically the same gesture you'll see people make toward dying patients
whose mouths and lips appear dry and parched. I don't disparage either
effort for the viewpoint of intended kindness. Good intentions are
important. But, physiologically, neither effort does anything to alleviate
the kind of thirst that evoked that shattering cry.
November, 1988
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What causes the thirst of any dying man? The dry mouth is part of the
reason . But it is the dehydration that comes from decreased fluid intake
that causes the dry mouth. (There are some chemicals that can cause
dryness of the mouth and thereby cause the patient to increase fluid intake
but that is, apparently, a different mechanism .) Guyton, in his Textbook
of Medical Physiology, defined thirst as " ... the conscious desire for
water." He goes on the point out the "basic stimulus for exciting the
thirst center - intracellular dehydration." In brief, there are several
different stimuli that cause thirst but most, if not all, of them cause
intracellular dehydration or are themselves caused by intracellular
dehydration. That simply means that when you do not get enough water
into your system, your blood volume goes down - hypovolemia - and
you are unable to supply enough water to your body cells. Your body cells,
including those in the lining of your mouth and your lips and the cells of
the thirst center in your brain, lose water (intracellular dehydration).
When that happens you feel the sensation known as thirst. So, wiping the
mouth with a damp cloth or giving sips of water may momentarily help ,
but thirst will remain until you take in enough fluid by mouth or by IV to
replenish your extracellular fluid (primarily your blood volume) and that
will automatically replenish your intracellular fluid volume and alleviate
your thirst.

Causes of Christ's Thirst
What caused the thirst of Christ? First, He must have been close to 24
hours without fluid intake as well as without fluid-containing foods.
Second" He had undergone a vicious beating with what must have been
considerable blood loss . A Roman scourging was, according to Pierre
Barbet in A Doctor at Calvary, enough to "remove the whole epidermis
from certain surfaces, laying bar~ the papillae of the dermis, which
bleeds . .. " and , finally, in some areas, " ... wounds break the continuity
of the skin in all its thickness . . ." These two problems alone would have
resulted in some decrease in His extracellular fluid volume but to these
were added further blood loss from being nailed through the wrists and the
feet to the wood of the cross and the reopening of wounds on His body and
head by any motion against the cross. In addition to all of this , there had
been the bloody sweat in the garden before and the blows from His captors
before and after the scourging. There can be no question that He was
hypovolemic. There can be no question that His thirst was real and severe.
The only question is, why did He mention it? Among all of the terrible
sufferings He endured , apparently in silence or at least without recorded
complaint, why call attention to this one? Christ spent three hours on the
cross and made only seven statements. Two of those were addressed
directly to God the Father. One was addressed to the Triune God. Another
"word" was to the two people He loved most, then living, on earth - His
mother and St. John . A fifth was in reply to the plea of one of the two
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criminals who were His companions on His death journey. A sixth "word"
seems to have been to Himself, the kind of expression that humans make
when they have completed some task, "It's finished! That's it. I've finally
wrapped it up. I can go home now. It's all over but the shouting." Man is
reconciled with God and as a sign of that reconciliation the God-Man
hangs forever between heaven and earth, drawing all to Himself. In
summary, these six statements all have rather straightforward explanations
as to why Christ made them. They may have mystical explanations, also,
but that's not a matter of concern here . The point is that they all have
readily apparent reasons for having been said. Not so for that other word,
"I thirst!"
We know that He was thirsty. We also know that the God-Man was in
pain from His wounds and that each time He moved on the cross, He
opened old wounds and produced new pain. We know that it is in the
nature of severe pain that it diminishes shortly after the initial insult. That
is, pain is generally perceived by the individual to be most severe at the time
he is shot or breaks his arm or leg or gets a paper cut. After that time the
pain eases or disappears entirely depending on the extent of the injury and
psychic factors . But if new injuries are added or old injuries are retraumatized, the pain reaction is again initiated. This must have been the
constant state in which the God-Man spent His three hours on the cross.
The earlier head and body wounds were all renewed on the cross, but His
most intense pain from physical wounds had to come from the wounds
caused by the nails through His wrists. Each time He raised Himself, in
order to breathe, He created pressure on the partially severed median
nerve with resulting pain which, according to Barbet, was so horrible
" ... that it is one of the worst tortures imaginable; so bad is it that its
prolongation would not be compatible with life, without some sort of
suspension of the normal functions; this most frequently takes the form of
a fainting fit." The God-Man did not allow Himself that luxury. Nor did
He allow Himself the luxury of mentioning that pain, or the pain caused by
His crown of thorns, or by the desertion of most of His friends. The only
seeming complaint that He made was, "I thirst!"
Death from Suffocation

The crucified don't die of thirst nor of the blood loss primarily
responsible for that violent thirst. The crucified die a respiratory death.
They die of suffocation. Only so long as they can pull their pain-filled
bodies up, by pushing against the nail through their feet and straightening
out their arms, will they be able to breathe out. And it is only a matter of
time until they can no longer sustain such effort. It was for this reason that
the legs of the crucified were broken if there were a desire to hasten their
death. It was the reason the legs of the two criminals crucified with Christ
were broken. The reason His were not broken - He was already dead. Not
once did He say, "I can't breathe!" or "I'm suffocating!" Why did He say, "I
November, 1988
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thirst!"? In The Everlasting Man, G. K. Chesterton tells us that " ... for
one annihilating instant an abyss that is not for our thoughts had opened
even in the unity of the absolute ; and God had been forsaken of God ." In
that same chapter, Chesterton also postulated that "The mob went along
with ... the philosophers and the moralists ... with the imperial
magistrates and the sacred priests .. . that the one universal human spirit
might suffer a universal condemnation; that there might be one deep,
unanimous chorus of approval and harmony when Man was rejected of
men." But I don't think that's what happened . Just as the Son of Man was
not really rejected by God, the Son of God was never really rejected by
men. I think the response to that cry, "I thirst!", proves that He was not
rejected by men . And I think He said those words , " I thirst!", to elicit that
response ; and the action of the rough Roman soldier or the un-named
bystander was the compassionate act of the whole race of men.
It was the one part of His agony, the one part of His pain , we - almost
all of us or any of us - had the capability of, at least partially, alleviating.
There was no way we could control the terrible pain from the injured nerve
trunk. We couldn't repair the lacerations of the scourging or remove the
thorns from His head. We couldn't pull out the nails or bind up His
wounds . We couldn't even imagine, let alone relieve, the anguish He must
have felt at the sight of His mother's pain and the near despair of His
friends . We couldn't stop the excruciating muscle cramps or the agonizing
shortness of breath as He slowly suffocated. We couldn't sweep down on
Jerusalem , like ancient cavalry, and rescue Him from the Romans .
The one thing any of us ordinary human beings could do that day at the
foot of the cross was done by one of us for all of us. The only pain we could
do anything about is the one He mentioned . It's as if He looked out and
sawall of our pain because we could do nothing. And so He said , "I
thirst!" And we hear, "Don't feel so bad. See, you are not helpless in the
face of My pain for I thirst and you don't have to be powerful , or rich , or
strong, or young, or agile, or brilliant or any of those things the world
prizes in order to bring me a little water."
No one - not any decent human being - keeps water from a dying
man. Not then. Not now. Heaven help the civilization that envisages the
killing of a human being, comatose or not , by dehydrating him to death , to
be an act of "mercy". Heaven help the physician who forgets he is a healer
and turns a deaf ear to patients who cry to him from silent mouths, "I
thirst!" To ignore that cry, for the Christian physician at least , is to forget
the promise of the One Who uttered it from the cross 2000 years ago:
For whoever gives you a cup of water to drink in My name ... shall not lose his
reward.
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